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John Mitchell: Would he agree to 
shoulder the blame? 



A 'damn painful’ 
day in the life of 
Richard Nixon 

Lewis Chester provides the setting for three long 
conversations from the Nixon tape transcripts. 
All took place oh the same day, Saturday, 

April 14, 1973. Their object was to resolve the 
Watergate crisis once and for all . . . 
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THE NATURE of President 
Nixon’s White House under 
stress emerges with most 
dramatic clarity from the 
transcripts for April 14, 1973. 
Although the record is dis- 
jointed , and sometimes con- 
fused, it provides the clearest 
insight into the elaborate 
scapegoating techniques deve- 
loped to deal with the Water- 
gate situation. The man made 
to measure 1 for the rode was 
John Mitchell, Nixon’s one-time 
closest ally and confidant. 

There was no time to lose. 
The strategy for containing the 
situation through John Dean, 
the president’s legal counsel, 
had failed. The middle echelon 
figures like Jeb Magruder, 
Mitchell’s deputy at the Com- 
mittee to Re-elect the Presi- 
dent, were getting ready to 
talk to the grand jury. The 
press and the Senate Water- 
gate Committee were full of 
suspicions of presidential 
involvement in Watergate. The 
on-ly way out seemed to be for 
the President to “crack” the 
case first. 

For one day it seemed that 
it might be done, but there 
was one major problem: how 
could Mitchell be made to 
appreciate the inestimable 
advantages of a “scenario” 
that would almost certainly 
land him in jail. The President 
and his two closest aides, 
John Ehrlichman and Bob 
Haldeman, examined it at an- 
elaborate role-playing session 
in the Executive Office building 
:that morning. 



Ehrlichman: I must say I am 
impressed with the argument 
that the President should be per- 
sonally involved in lit at this 
stage. 

Nixon: Right. I agree. 

Ehrlichman: Old John Dean 
had an interesting — got a phone 
call from him about 12.30 — 

Nixon: And you were here — 

Ehrlichman: Oh, no. I was 
working on something I’ll tell 
you about here. 

Nixon: What did you do? 

Ehrlichman: Well, not much 
last night. 

Nixon: You mean another sub- 
ject? Oh, no. 

Haldeman: There is no other 
subject. n. 

Ehrlichman: No. I’ll tell you, 
last night I got home, I decided 
that I would sit down and try to 
put on paper a report to you what 
I have been doing since you 
asked me to -get into this. 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: I am concerned 
about the overall aspect of this 
and I want to talk about that 
before — I don’t know what your 
timing is like. 

Nixon: No problem. 

Ehrlichman: We’ll probably get 
back to it. 

Nixon: Got plenty of time. 

Ehrlichman: But Dean called 
and he said, “ All right, here’s a 
scenario which we’ve all been 
trying to figure out to make this 
go.” He says, “The President 
calls Mitchell into his office on 
Saturday. He says, ‘ John, you’ve 
got to do this. And here are the 
facts: bing, bing, bing, bing.’ 
And you pull this paper out here. 

‘ And you’ve got to do -this.’ And 
Mitchell stonewalls you. So then 
John says, ‘I don’t know why 
you’re asking me down here. You 
can’t ask s, f ihan to do a thing 
like that. I peed a lawyer. I don’t 



know what I am facing — you just 
really can’t expect me to do this.’ 
So the President says, ‘ Well, 
John, I have no alternative.’ And 
with that the President calls the 
US Attorney and says, ‘I, the 
President of the United States 
of America and leader of the free 
world, want to go before the 
grand jury on Monday.’ ” 

Nixon: I won’t even comment 
on that. 

Haldeman: That’s a silly — 
Nixon: Typical of the thinking 

Ehrlichman: We’re running out 
every fine. So that was 12.30 Ms 
morning. I, but I— 

Nixon: I go before the grand 
jury. That’s 1'ike putting Bob on 
national television ... 




‘It’s clear 
. . . guilty 



faxJW as hell’ 



Ehrlichman: Let’s take it just 
as far as you call Mitchell to the 
Oval office as, a — 

Nixon: No. 

Ehrlichman: I’m essentially 

convinced that Mitchell will 
understand this thing. 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: And that if he 
goes in it redounds to the 
Administration’s advantage. If 
he doesn’t then we’re — 

Nixon: How does it redound to 
our advantage? 

Ehrlichman: That you have a 
report from me based on three 
weeks’ work; that when you got 
it, you immediately acted to call 
Mitchell in as the provable 
wrong-doer, and yo-u say, “My 



God, I’ve got a report here. And 
it’s clear from this report that 
you are guilty as -hell. Now, 
John, for [expletive deleted] sake 
go on in there and do what you 
should. And let’s get this thing 
cleared up and get -it off the 
country’s back and move on.” 
And — 

Haldeman: Plus the other side 
of this is that that’s the only way 
to beat it now. 

Nixon: Well — 

Haldeman: From John Mit- 
■ chell’s personal viewpoint that’s 
the only salvation for John Mit- 
chell. I see no other way. And, 
obviously, once you’ve had it, 
you’ve got to admit — 
Ehrlichman: Can I put in a 
larger picture on this? We kind 
of live day to day for these 
things, and forget. 

Nixon: Yeah. 

Ehrlichman: The perspective 
then will be put on this period. 
Haldeman: Yeah. 

Ehrlichman: Three months 

later. 

Nixon: The point 'is whether or 
not, I think I’ve got the larger 
picture, all right, and I mean, in 
this regards, the point is this that 
we need some action before, in 
other words, is like my feeling 
about having the grand jury do 
it and the court system do it 
rather than [the] Ervin Com- 
mittee. Now we want the 
President to do it rather than 
the grand jury. 

Ehrlichman: No. 

Nixon: And I agree with that. 
Ehrlichman: Well, you’re 

doing it in aid of the grand jury. 

Nixon: No. I didn’t mean 

rather than the grand jury but 
I mean to worm the truth, now 
look, the grand jury doesn’t drag 
him in, he goes 'in as a result of 
the President’s asking him to go 
in, • , , i / * 

* t i L.. 



Ehrlichman: I’m trying to 

write the news-magazine story 
for next Monday. 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: Monday week, 

and if it is that “ Grand Jury 
indicts Mi tch ell ’ ’ — 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: “ The White 

Housie may have its cover up 
finally collapse last week when 
the grand jury indicted John 
Mitchell and Jeb Magruder.” 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: “ Cracking the 

case was the testimony of a num- 
ber of peripheral witnesses who, 
each of whom contributed to 
developing a cross triangulation 
and permitted the grand jury to 
analyse it” and so on and so 
forth. “ The final straw that 
broke the camel’s back was the 
investigator’s discovery of this 
and that the other thing.” 
That’s one set of facts. And 
then the tag on that is, “White 
House Press Secretary Ron 
Ziegler said that the White 
House would have no comment ” 

Nixon: I know. I know, it 
can’t be done. 



Ehrlichman: 'nne other one 
goes: “Events moved swiftly last" 
week, after the President was 
presented with a report indicating 
for the first time that suspicion 
of John Mitchell and Jeb 
Magruder as ringleaders in the 
Watergate break-in were facts 
substantiated by considerable 
The President then dis- 
patched so and so to do /this and’ 
that and maybe to see Mitchell 
or something of that kind and 
these efforts resulted in Mitchell 
to the US Attorney’s office 
on Monday morning at 9 o’clock 
asking to testify before the grand 
Charges of cover-up by the 
White House were materially dis- 
?u elle 5 the diRge-nt efforts of 
the President and his aides in 
moving on evidence which came 
to their hands in the closing days 
of the previous week.” 

Nixon: I’ll buy that 
Ehrlichman: OK 

See, the difference i!s 
that the problem of my position 
up to this time has been, quite 
frankly, nobody ever told me a 
damn bit of this, that Mitchell 




Haldeman, Ehrlichman and Nixon get together: what can persuade Mitchell to an “honourable course” that may jail him? 



was guilty. 

Ehrlichman: That’s right 

Haldeman: Well, we still don’t 
fcnow. I will still argue th'ait I 
; think the scenario that was spun 
lout, that Dean spun out on Mit- 
chell, is basically the right one. 
I don t think Mitchell did order 
the Watergate bugging and I 
d'on t think he was specifically 
aware of the Watergate bugging 
at the time it was instituted. I 
honestly don’t. 

Ehrlichman: That may be. 

[Material unrelated to Presi- 
dential actions deleted . ] 

Nixon: I don’t think there’s 
■anybody that can talk to Mitchell 
except somebody that knows this 
case. There’s one of two people. 
I can verse myself in it enough 
to know the thing, but I am not 
sure that I want to know. I want 
to say, Mitchell, look, I think that 
the attorneys for the committee, 
O’Brien, and I found this out, and 
I found out that, and I found that, 
and the grand jury has told me 
this, that — I just don’t know, you 
know I mean? They talk about 
my going out — I am not trying to 
duck it, I just, John — and, I’ll 
take this one on. The thing, 
John, is -that there’s nobody really 
that can do it except you. And 
I know how Mitchell feels. But 



you conducted this investigation. 
I would, the way I would do it — 
Bob, you critique this— I’d go up, 
and I’d say, “The President has 
asked me to see you.” That you 
have come today with this report, 
that these are the total facts 
I indicating, of course, that the 
grand jury is moving swiftlv 
Magruder will be indicted, you 
think. Under the circumstances, 
I am suggesting— can’t be in a 
position — that you [unintellig- 
ible] the grand jury and say I 
am responsible. I did not know, 
but I assume the responsibility. 
Nobody in the White House is 
involved, etc., and so on. We did 
try to help these defendants 
afterwards, yes. He probably 
would not deny that anyway. . He 
probably was not asked that at 
an earlier time. But the defend- 
ants are entitled to that a— 

Ehrlichman: But you’re gloss- 
ing it. I don’t think you can do 
that. 

Nixon: All right. 

Ehrlichman: I wouldn’t want 
•to— 

Nixon: All right. 

Ehrlichman: I wouldn’t want to 
j have you — 



_ Nixon: All right. Pine. Fine. 
vVhat would you say to him? 

Ehrlichman: I’d say, ah 

Nixon: [Unintelligible.] 
Ehrlichman: I’d say you know 
face up up, John. And, you know. 
Ive listened to Magruder, and 
he s , m my opinion he’s about to 
'blow and that’s the last straw. ' 



Nixon : And, also, Hunt is 
going to testify, too, we under- 
stand. 

Ehrlichman: We’ve got to think 
of this thing from the standpoint 
of the President and I know you 
have been right all along and 
that’s the reason you’ve been 
conducting yourself as you have. 

Nixon : Right. 

Ehrlichman : It’s now time, I 
think, to rethink what best serves 
the President and also what best 
serves you in the ultimate out- 
come of this thing. 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: I think we have 
to recognise that you are not 
going to escape indictment. 
There’s no way. Far better that 
you should be prosecuted on 



information from the US 
Attorney based on your conver- 
sation with the US Attorney, than 
on an indictment by a grand jury 
of 15 blacks and three whites 
after this kind of an investiga- 
tion. 



Nixon : Right. And the door of 
the White House. We’re trying to 
protect it. 

E hrlichman: If the grand jury 
“goes this-way- you’ve been drag- 
ged in by the heels. If you go 
down first thing Monday morning 
or yet this afternoon, and talk 
to the US Attorney, and say, OK, 
“ ^ want to make a statement,” 
then, two things happen. One, 
you get credit for coming for- 
ward. Two, you serve the Presi- 
in j' erest * And X.am here on 
behalf of the 

Nixon: Let me puit it this way. 
I can’t watch [unintelligible]. 
Mitchell — this is going to break 
him up. 

Haldeman: As to Watergate. 
Nixon: Oh, I know, I know, and 
I don’t think so. My idea is — it 
would be better, frankly, after 
Mitchell is indicted and then if 
we care — I don’t think that is very 
go-od. I think it is a lot better 
for us to be forthcoming before 
he is indicted, not after. That 
problem for you to consider. 

<€ Ehrlichman: You asked me, 
Do I want to cave now? ” My 
feeling about this whole thing is 
that we ought to be looking at 
every nook and cranny for every 
device that there is to be forth- 
coming. 

Nixon: Right. 

Ehrlichman: And this is a place 
where we could d'o it. My sense 
of this whole case is that our best 
defence is that the President 
always wanted this to happen, and 
that we weren’t being cute about 
this at all. 



Niron: All right, let’s come to 
this. Ah, regarding the other side, 
he said: “ Well, see our heads up 
there on the dock, and act like 
convicted criminals and it’d be 
bad for the White House. You’re 
going to have that continuing 
thing — cover-up, cover-up, oover- 



Haldeman: Rape is inevitable 
Nixon: That’s the problem 
Nixon: We’ve come full circ 
on the Mitchell thing. Th 
Mitchell thing must come firs 




‘Say the 
evidence 
isn't Jeb’ 



That is something today. We’ve 
got to make this move today. If 
it fails, just to get back to our 
position I think you ought to talk 
to Magruder. 

Haldeman: I agree. 

Nixon: And you tell Magruder, 
Now Jeb, this evidence is coming 
in you ought to go to the grand 
jury. Purge yourself if you’re 



perjured and tell this whole story. 

Haldeman: I think we have to. 

Nixon: Then, well, Bob, you 
don’t agree with that? 

Haldeman: No. I do. 

Nixon: Because I think we do 
have to. Third, we’ve got the 
problem — 

Haldeman: You should talk to 
[unintelligible] first though. 

Ehrlichman: What really mat- 
ters, Bob, is that either way — 

Nixon: Yeah. 

Ehrlichman: Who is ever [un- 
intelligible]. 

Nixon: You see, the point is — 

Haldeman: But don’t use Jeb as 
a basis for the conversation. 

Nixon: Yeah. Say that the 
evidence is not Jeb. I’d just 
simply say that these other 
people are involved in this. With 
Jeb. Although he may blow — 

Ehrlichman: I can say that I 
have come to the conclusion that 
■it is both John and Jeb who are 
■liable. . . . 

Nixon: How was Dean’s— inci- 
dentally, what is the, is the 
liability of Hunt? I am thinking 
•of the payoff thing. 

Haldeman: Yeah. 

Nixon: This business, somebody 
an — Dean, Dean. Dean asked, 



told me about the problem of 
Hunt’s lawyer. This was a few 
weeks ago. Needed sixty thou- 
sand or forty thousand dollars 
or something like that. You 
.remember? I said I don't know 
■where you can get it. I said, I 
mean., I frankly felt he might try 
to get it, but I didn’t know 
•where. And then, he left it u,p 
■with Mitchell and Mitchell said 
.it was taken care of and after 
[unintelligble]. Did he talk to 
you about that? 

Ehrlichman: He talked to me 
about it. I said, John, I wouldn’t 
have the vaguest potion where to 
-get it. 

Nixon: Yeah. 

. Ehrlichman: I saw him later 
•in the day. I saw Mitchell later 
•in the day — 

Nixon: What happened? 
Ehrlichman: And he just said, 
Its taken care of.” . . . 
Ehrlichman: Matched! is roughly 
two hours away, at best. 

Nixon: I think, I think he’s 
going to come down and do it 
today. I think, Bob, I think you 
have to go out and call Mm now. 
And ask Mm if he can come 
down. 

Ehrlichman: Teh him we’ll 
send an airplane for him. 
Haldeman: [Unintelligible]. 
Nixon: Yeah. 

Haldeman: By the time we get 
a plane mobilised and up there 
ut takes longer. We’ll send it if 
he is playing golf or something. 

Nixon: I know. He may be 
gone. But the point 1 made was 
this 

Ehrlichman: [Unintelligible] I 

think we’re going to be well 

you can put 

Nixon: We did not cover up, 
though, that’s what decides, that’s 



what’s decides. 

Haldeman: [Unintelligible] to 
go testify. 

Nixon: My point is that if three 
of us talk here, I realise that, 

frankly Mitchell’s case is a 

killer. Dean’s case is the question. 
And I do not consider him guilty. 
Now that’s all there is to that. 

Because if he if that the case, 

then half the staff is guilty. 

Ehrlichman : That’s at. He’s 
guilty of really no more except in 
degree. 

Nixon : That’s (right. Then 

others. 

Ehrlichman : Then a -lot of— 

Nixon : And frankly then I have 



V/. 

,, Ehrlichman ; Well, you see, 
that iisn t, that kind of knowledge 
that we had was action, know- 
ledge hke the kind of knowledge 
that I put together last night. I 
nadn.t known really what had 
been bothering me this week. 
Nixon : Yeah. 

Ehrlichman :’ But what’-s been 
bothering me is — 

Nixon : That with knowledge 

We Ju S bl i l n ' ot d ' oin 2 anything. ^ 

Ehrlichman: Right. 

Nixon: That’s exactly right. 
The law and order. That’s the 
way I am. You know it’s a .pain 

:r r m ® J' 0 it — the Mitchell 

thing is damn painful. 
Ehrlichman: Sure. 

Nixon: Is he coming? 
Haldeman: Yes, sir. I said, “Do 
you want to let us know what 
plane you’re on so we can pick 
you up? ”• He said, “No, Jet me 
[unintelligible]. 

Nixon: Run over this. Do you 
delay your meeting with 
Magruder until you see him? 
Ehrlichman: I don’t think it 



‘37 seconds 
to your 
doorstep’ 



' . really matters. It runs over this 
whole thing and having know - 
ledge and having -to act on it. 

Nixon: My point is that I think 
you better see Magruder before 

you see him. No. I guess you’re 

Ehrlichman: It doesn’t matter 
in my opinion. ’ 

Nixon: You should see 

Magruder today. That’s the main 
thing. 

Ehrlichman: I think we ought 
to make a similar call to 
Magruder. 

Haldeman: I should do it. I 
should call Jeb and say that 
things have developed and all 
this and — 

Nixon: Yeah. 

Haldeman: Well, I didn’t say 
that to Mitchell. y 

Ehrlichman: It doesn’t matter, 
Nixon: Oh, Mitchell. He knows 
better, say that to Jeb. 




continued on next page 



